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CITIZEN INVOLVEMENT IN A SCOREBOARD FOR 
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 

 

PHILIPPE LE CLEZIO 

In response to a request from the Prime Minister last January, France’s Economic, Social and 

Environmental Council adopted an opinion in May 2009 on sustainable development indicators and the 

ecological footprint.  In the wake of what has become widespread criticism of the inadequacies of GDP as 

a measure of sustainable, environment-friendly development that strengthens social cohesion, the Council 

endeavoured to define the type of information it felt should be made available to citizens as a means of 

guiding and assessing policies in this context. 

The Council opted for a scoreboard approach, comprising some fifteen economic, social and 

environmental indicators, as distinct from composite or aggregate indicators.  While stressing the 

usefulness of work to devise a composite indicator (such as the HDI or the ecological footprint) to replace 

GDP and more accurately reflect genuine change, the Council found that such indicators could not always 

claim to send the right signal to stakeholders and the public at large.  While improving year on year, they 

might all mask veritable social disasters and irreversible damage to the environment. 

The Council took the view that devising such a scoreboard would nevertheless raise an initial challenge, 

namely to improve statistics on the environmental and more importantly the social dimension of 

sustainable development, in particular their relevance and updating frequency, assuming that governments 

allocate the necessary resources to their statistics services.   

Two further challenges remain, both of which are highlighted in the Council opinion, and they raise major 

democratic issues.  We cannot continue to let the gap widen between certain official statistics and the 

public’s perception of them, such as the key issue of purchasing power.  So it is crucial for citizens and 

statisticians to be jointly involved in devising indicators to guide government policy.  And it is just as 

crucial for that scoreboard to be widely published, particularly by the media, in a readily understandable 

form, so that it eventually becomes the benchmark in any debate on advances in society towards more 

sustainable development. 

These recommendations were widely approved by the Minister for Sustainable Development and joint 

work has just begun in France with the first meeting of a commission bringing together the Commissariat 

General for Sustainable Development and representatives of civil society, local authorities and 

environmental associations. Members of the Economic, Social and Environmental Council are well 

represented on the Commission, and one has been appointed to the Chair. This holds out the hope that in 

January 2010 France will adopt a scoreboard of indicators that is not just a set of figures but a genuine 

tool that serves democratic debate. 


